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Virginia Woolf is one of the most outstanding British modernist writers in the 
first half of the twentieth century, a period full of the conflicts of the new and the old, 
unsatisfied with the traditional narrative in fiction, most of the modernist writers tried 
to find new ways to reflect the reality, especially the inner world of the modern men. 
Being an important figure in modernist writing, Virginia Woolf practises and develops 
the techniques of stream of consciousness. Pursuing the reality as the perpetual goal, 
Woolf faithfully focuses on the consciousness of people in her works instead of on the 
detailed depicting of characters and plots. The exquisite techniques and the artistic 
effect realized in her works credit her as the giant of stream of consciousness novels. 
     The Waves is undoubtedly a masterpiece of Woolf’s stream of consciousness 
creation. The novel is about the successive stages of six different characters’ lives, 
childhood, youth, middle age and old age. Each stage corresponds to the changing 
position of the sunlight and the movement of the sea waves in a day. In this novel, 
Woolf practises the techniques of stream of consciousness in full play. Through the 
movement of consciousness reflected in the monologues made by the six characters, 
the author has voiced out modern man’s attitude towards life, death, fear, desires, 
alienation and longing for identity. 
     The project of this thesis is, first of all to trace the background of psych-analysis 
related to stream of consciousness, and then give a detailed study of how Woolf uses 
the techniques and how the techniques function to achieve artistic effects. The study of 
The Waves would be beneficial not only to our better understanding of stream of 
consciousness novels, but also of modernist literature. This thesis is composed of four 
chapters plus “Introduction” and “Conclusion”. “Introduction” briefly introduces 
Woolf’s life and the greatness of her writing. Chapter One presents Woolf’s creative 
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Waves. Meanwhile a brief introduction to the source of stream of consciousness novels 
has been offered, which includes the theoretical source, literary source and the 
historical background. Chapter Two focuses on the unique structure. By analyzing the 
similar elements of this novel with that of music and art, it also gives a detailed study 
of the artistic effect revealed in this novel. Chapter Three deals with the 
characterization and different voices embedded in the text. Without vividly depicting 
the characters, Woolf records their stream of consciousness by interior monologue, 
through which the reader can get a clear sense of the characters’ attitude towards life. 
Chapter Four focuses on the flowing narrative---free association, which keeps the 
consistent relationship between the narrative and the flowing consciousness. The 
“Conclusion” restates Woolf’s experiments of techniques of stream of consciousness 
and the philosophy of life conveyed in The Waves, which make this stream of 
consciousness novel an extraordinary work in literature. 
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Appraised by Katherine Anne Porter as “a great artist, one of the glories of our 
time, and she never published a line that was not worth reading” (Porter, 68), Virginia 
Woolf is one of the most influential writers in modern literature. Being a famous 
novelist, essayist, biographer and critic, she is widely recognized as a master of stream 
of consciousness novels. Interestingly, all her great achievements are not from school 
teaching but from her self-education. And Woolf persistently carries on her writing 
under the difficult situation of psychiatric symptoms.  
The death of her mother made her first mental breakdown. When her sister 
Stephen died, Woolf suffered this pain again. Fortunately, she got better when she 
moved to Bloomsbury District with her brother Thoby, where Woolf was influenced 
much by the Bloomsbury Group of which she was an important member. However 
Thoby’s death in 1906 gave Woolf the third strike. In 1912, Woolf married Leonard 
Woolf, who was also a member of the Bloomsbury Group. And five years later, they 
set up Hogarth Press, in which some of Woolf’s works were published. Believing she 
could not recover from the breakdown anymore, Woold drowned herself in 1941. 
Woolf devoted her whole writing career to the pursuit of breaking through the 
tradition and exploring the new aesthetics because the age she lived in was full of the 
new and the old. The period of Woolf’s creation was mainly between the two world 
wars, in which the traditional moral was doubted and abandoned. Most of the writers at 
that period tried to explore new ways to reflect reality. Unsatisfied with the traditional 
narrative, they began to shift their focus from the events and actions to the inside world 
of the characters. With the influence of Freudianism and Bergsonism, it is natural for 
them to apply to stream of consciousness techniques, which can be traced throughout 
Woolf’s works. Her early works, such as The Mark on the Wall (1919) and Jacob’s 
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Dalloway (1925), the difference between the traditional novel and her works became 
more obvious. In the traditional novel we are used to having a background, meeting 
different characters and being excited with the plot. But in Mrs. Dalloway, background 
and plot fade away. The sensory impressions are concretely brought forth, and the 
rearrangement of the elements of experience is insensibly carried on. She is not 
concerned with the characters, but with the reality revealed through their 
consciousness. Moreover she practises some techniques of time and space shuffle and 
interior monologue, and applies symbols in her works. The success of Mrs. Dalloway 
and the later work To the Lighthouse (1927) provided Woolf the bright future of stream 
of consciousness novels and encourage her to conceive The Waves.  
     The Waves, published in 1931, is the first novel in her own style according to 
Woolf’s diary. Leonard Woolf, the first reader of this book believes it is a little difficult. 
Like a poetic prose, The Waves is the text of life condensed in a day. It is divided into 
nine chapters according to the different phases of life. “I want to avoid chapters; that 
indeed is my achievement, if any here: a saturated, unchopped, completeness; changes 
of scene, of mood, of person, done without spilling a drop” (Woolf, “The Diary of 
Virginia Woolf” 343)1. Not only the structure, but the content is special. The moments of 
the lives of the six characters compose six different aspects of a life. It is conveyed by 
what the character “said” through the technique of interior monologue. And no matter 
which chapter is concerned, we can always find Woolf’s voice and her attitude to life.  
     Together with James Joyce and William Faulkner, Woolf is acknowledged as one 
of the three giants of stream of consciousness novels, and The Waves is undoubtedly 
one of the masterpieces. The project of this thesis is, first of all to trace the background 
of psych-analysis related to stream of consciousness, and then give a detailed study of 
how Woolf uses the techniques and how the technique functions to achieve artistic 
effects. The study would be beneficial not only to our better understanding of stream of 
consciousness novels, but also of modernist literature.  
                                                        
1 Woolf, Virginia, The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. II. Anne Alivier Bell, ed. London: The Hogarth Press, 1982. 
p.343. Subsequent quotations from the same work will be marked by abbreviation D and the volume number and 















     This thesis is composed of four chapters besides “introduction” and 
“conclusion”. Chapter One focuses on Woolf’s creative ideas and the writing 
background of The Waves, as well as some aspects of stream of consciousness novels. 
As a master of stream of consciousness novels, Woolf pursues to reflect the reality, 
especially the inner reality of people, which is the perpetual goal of her creative 
writing. She also believes that novel is an artwork, and the writers should pay much 
attention to its artistic effect. According to E. M. Forster’s evaluation, Woolf “is a poet, 
who wants to write something as near to a novel as possible” (Forster, 384). And The 
Waves in a poetic style is really worth of these remarks. 
     Chapter Two reveals the structure of the novel Woolf delicately designed. No 
matter how complicated the content is, there must be a suitable structure to correspond 
to the content. The Waves consists of nine chapters. Each chapter is composed of an 
interlude and interior monologue made by each character. The interlude, with musical 
rhythms, opens with the sun’s different position in the sky, which represents the 
different phase of a day and a stage of life. The main part is interior monologues made 
by six characters. With the record of experience of moment, it is like an impressionist 
panorama unfolded to us. With the waves’ sound and the changing sunlight as the 
background, the six characters seem to play six different musical instruments to 
compose a harmonious symphony. 
     Chapter Three concentrates on the characterization created with the technique of 
interior monologue. Through a detailed analysis of their monologues, we can find out 
the voice of each character, from which the readers can catch what messages Woolf 
wants to convey.  
     Chapter Four mainly deals with how the stream of consciousness flows in The 
Waves.  In order to be close to reality, Woolf applies free association skillfully. 
Through an analysis of continuity and discontinuity---the qualities of free association 
in the novel, we can find how insensibly and naturally Woolf keeps the consistent 
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     Woolf’s creative ideas have enriched the theory of novel, and her works explore 
the inner world of modern man. In order to understand the application of stream of 
consciousness techniques and appreciate the artistic effects and the reality in her works, 
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